Alternative Rites of Passage (ARP) are a relatively recent invention, and a key element in female genital mutilation/cutting (FGM/C) abandonment strategies organised by NGOs in some regions of Africa, particularly East Africa. They aim to replicate traditional initiation rituals for pubescent girls who are transitioning to womanhood, but without FGM/C. This paper briefly describes the genesis of ARP in Kenya since 1996, and discusses its significance as a hybridised cultural assemblage that forms part of new cultural and relational processes. It emphasises the importance of examining the deep context in which ARP takes place, including the traditional ritual that it aims to replace. The paper identifies lacunae in the literature, and potential lines of enquiry for future research. The Appendix comprises summaries of a selection of the literature on ARP.
Introduction
This is the first in a series of Working Papers published by the Institute of Advanced Studies (IAS) at the University of Leicester. It arises from a workshop held at the IAS on 9 March 2018, on Alternative Rites of Passage (ARP) in Africa. The workshop brought together scholars, students, NGO representatives and health practitioners from the UK and Kenya, to discuss plans for a research group that will, funds permitting, undertake collaborative interdisciplinary research on ARP.
ARP (explained below) is a highly under-researched subject, compared to the closely related subject of female genital mutilation, also known as female genital cutting (FGM/C).
1 Also, the small body of existing literature on ARP, particularly produced by or for NGOs, donors and 1 There is disagreement among scholars, practitioners and others about these terms. Some claim the word 'mutilation' is derogatory, and prefer FGC on the grounds that 'cutting' is less judgmental. FGM/C is a compromise. FGM/C is colloquially known as 'the cut' or female circumcision in Kenya and other parts of Africa.
development agencies, tends to depict ARP as a (relatively) successful component of FGM/C eradication campaigns in Africa. The more scholarly research evidence challenges this assumption, and raises a large number of questions. We posit that there is an urgent need to learn more about ARP, not only to establish if it 'works' or not (which is more of a 'development' priority than a scholarly one), but also to generate solid evidence-based data, fill lacunae in the literature, and expand our knowledge of this high-profile -yet little understood or explained -social intervention. What distinguishes this proposed research from other studies is that, while testing some of the claims made for ARP, we aim to explore the deep context of ARP (and 'alternatives' more broadly) and do not seek either to validate or condemn it. Rather, we see it as a hybridised cultural assemblage that forms part of new cultural and relational processes. We hope that the proposed research findings will be of interest and value to scholars and practitioners, and others including human rights defenders, NGOs, donors, governments and civil society.
This paper is not primarily about FGM/C, but ARP. Space constraints preclude a comprehensive discussion of the issues and wider context; we hope these can be explored in future papers. It will focus largely on Kenya, referring to other parts of Africa where relevant. It starts with basic definitions, before describing aspects of ARP's role in FGM/C abandonment efforts, highlighting some important links between initiation, bridewealth and kinship, and providing (in a link) a review of the existing literature. It ends by identifying topics that may be explored in future research.
Definitions
Alternative Rites of Passage (hereafter ARP) are touted by the NGOs that organise them, and by other stakeholders including development agencies and donors, as a viable alternative to girls' initiation but without FGM/C. They form a central part of contemporary efforts aimed at FGM/C abandonment in Africa, in communities where girls traditionally undergo FGM/C in puberty, and where community ceremonies traditionally marked the rite of passage from child to adult, before FGM/C was outlawed. 2 ARP aims not only to divert girls from FGM/C but also early marriage, which invariably follows FGM/C and forces girls to drop out of school. ARP is not practised, so far as we know, in communities where FGM/C is performed on younger girls, or on women. In Kenya, there have been several recent cases of young married women 'choosing' to undergo FGM/C, reportedly because they could not face the discrimination and marginalisation they have suffered as a result of not being 'cut', and cases of women forced to 2 There are also contemporary examples of ARP being developed for boys, e.g. by Pentecostal churches in Kenya.
undergo it in childbirth (for The Gambia and Senegal, see Hernlund and Shell-Duncan, 2007 There is evidence of increasing medicalisation, with medical practitioners illegally performing FGM/C in clinics, hospitals and people's homes. 7
The wider significance of initiation
The physical act of cutting is (or was, before it was banned) often part of a larger process of initiation into adulthood that also involves -particularly in so-called age-organised communities such as Maasai and Samburu, whose males ascend through life via age-grades and age-sets -the graduation of girls, their parents and other family members to a higher stratum of collective social being. (As mentioned, this does not apply everywhere; in some societies girls undergo FGM/C in infancy, it is not a rite of passage.) The importance of this wider aspect, and the significance of the collective transformative elements of traditional initiation ritual, or new forms of ritual since public ceremonies ceased, is rarely if ever acknowledged in anti-FGM/C campaigns that centre only on stopping 'the cut'. We believe more attention should be paid to these wider aspects, in approaches to the design and roll-out of ARP as part of broader FGM/C abandonment initiatives. Mitchell and Eke, n.d.).
The genesis of ARP in Kenya

Components of ARP
There is no single model of ARP. It takes various forms in different ethnic communities, with
NGOs producing their own designs and curricula, allegedly in collaboration with communities.
ARP aims to mimic key aspects of traditional rites of passage, such as the seclusion of girls, their instruction by older women, feasting, elders' blessings and the exchange of gifts. Ideally part of longer-term education strategies at community level, ARP usually includes these components:
 Community sensitization and awareness-raising  Seclusion of girls, for instruction in life skills, human rights, FGM/C, health and other topics  A public graduation ceremony where 'initiates', parents, elders and other community leaders declare their abandonment of FGM/C, and the graduates receive certificates Some NGOs include boys in the instruction and final ceremonies. Some also offer longer-term programmes centred on female empowerment; train girls and others as peer educators; mentor girls after ARP; offer alternative income generation activities to ex-circumcisers, and work through 'change agents' in communities. A core theme in many ARPs is the encouragement of 'positive' culture and discouragement of 'negative' culture, though the meaning of culture is rarely explained.
Kinship as the deep context of ARP
ARP operates within deep context, which is often overlooked by their organisers. The range of practices now bundled together under the term FGM/C were historically implicated in a range of cultural practices and relational thinking linked to marriage and bridewealth exchange. Although ARP is modelled on initiatory practices aimed at girls, their design overlooks kinship, and thereby skims over the ritual process of turning girls into marriageable women. Also neglected in the design of ARP is the crucial context of bridewealth exchanges. These bind inter-marrying families with mutual obligations to protect and provide for new incoming wives. Such marital exchanges are widespread in East Africa, and are themselves undergoing important cultural changes.
To illustrate this deep context, it is worth examining the kinds of exchanges of goods, clothing, animals and cash that occur in the course of marriage transactions between families. Many Kenyans call these exchanges 'dowry', but they are more properly identified as bridewealth. Bridewealth is associated with patrilineal descent and the exchanges flow from the husband's to the wife's family.
The wider context of bridewealth is vital to understanding the stakes of ARP in local marriage practices. The exchange of things and animals for persons may strike cultural outsiders as odd, but to many Kenyan communities, bridewealth is a key way of building strong marriage alliances between families within the confines of an ethnic community (Hodgson, 2000) . Bridewealth is implicated in many social transactions, not only at the point when the conjugal unit is formed, but also in terms of other wider aspects of kinship such as the identities of clans and families, fathers' age-sets (Peatrik, 1999) 
Review of the literature on ARP (see Appendix)
The review contained in the Appendix is not exhaustive. It does not include all the existing literature; for example, it excludes internal evaluations carried out by NGOs, which are mostly unpublished. Some main points emerging from the literature include: These and other points are expanded upon in the attached linked document.
Methodology and ethics
There is a need for future research to address many audiences. It should be both qualitative and quantitative: to account for culture, power, and law, but also to establish statistical grounds for measuring the efficacy of ARP. To allow for valid estimates of the impact of ARP interventions, evaluation designs may be used which incorporate adequate comparison groups or employ other techniques for causal inference (e.g. propensity score matching).
It is too early to say what methodologies will be used, but they are likely to include interviews, focus group discussions, participant observation and desk studies including historical work in relevant archives. Records of historical interest may include missionary society collections, media articles, and the archives of organisations such as Maendeleo ya Wanawake, Amref and World Vision. Participatory methods such as body mapping may also be a useful method. One challenge will be to identify and locate early cohorts of participants in the first ARP programmes. Using vernacular radio programmes to announce the research to the public, it may be possible to generate data from crowdsourcing through social media, leading to face-to-face focus groups.
ARPs touch upon sexuality and other topics that may not be discussed openly. It will be important to engage data collectors who have in-depth knowledge of the communities concerned, partly because sexuality and sexual reproductive health and rights (SRHR) are often spoken of indirectly, through parables, or openly only among peers (those who are about to become initiated together).
It will also be important to use culturally appropriate symbolic language and images to describe the topics being discussed, so that informants are not required to talk explicitly about subjects that may be regarded as vulgar and therefore disrespectful. It may be advantageous to participants to create 'safe space' protocols for some aspects of this research. Alternatively, it may be possible to develop specific biocultural community protocols (BCPs) that safeguard participants from being adversely affected by their involvement in the research. It is advisable to engage with cultural/religious guides during research -highly respected community or religious leaders who are familiar with the cultural and religious sensibilities/politics around FGM/C and child marriage.
Such people can also be used to sensitize other community leaders on the significance of the research and the importance of having community members participate and cooperate. The guides should be gender balanced, and include both elders and youth from the target population.
It is recommended that data collectors and interviewers from local communities are given participatory training and are involved in co-creating questionnaires and interview tools on FGM/C. It is a goal of this research network to foster and encourage research capacity within community settings. A research training protocol that would facilitate sustainable research skills would empower participants in their responses to future work on FGM/C abandonment and the search for alternatives. This would help to avoid researcher bias and pitfalls, as well as give local people more of a sense of ownership of the research process, and create greater understanding of the benefits of research to the target population.
Ethics
Informed and Prior Consent protocols will be followed. Research aims, methods, and risks will be explained at the outset, in accessible and appropriate language, and consent obtained either orally (which may be more appropriate in societies where signed consent forms are not easily understood), and noted or recorded, or obtained in writing. Informants must be offered anonymity, though it is understood that not everyone will wish to be anonymised, e.g. activists, community leaders, faith leaders. It may also be necessary to redact the name of the village or community concerned, and to change other identifying features, in order to protect informants.
Data will be archived securely in an external archive such as the UK Data Service, and its Kenyan equivalent.
Some other topics for future research
Workshop participants identified several possible future lines of enquiry, which include: There is insufficient community 'buy-in' for ARP to succeed.
9 The beading of girls is a 'traditional' practice in the Samburu community that involves uncircumcised girls aged 9 or 10 being promised to young warriors as girlfriends.
A warrior sells livestock in order to buy beads which he gives to the girl he is interested in. The girl's father then permits the warrior to have intercourse with the girl in a special hut built by the father, whenever he visits. Source: Mepukori (2016, p. 26, note 13 
Observations
The main conclusion of our review of existing studies which have evaluated ARP interventions is that no study has yet concretely demonstrated the positive impact of ARP interventions on the practice of FGM/C. The methodological limitations of existing studies mean that we simply cannot assess (a) whether the interventions evaluated actually generated changes in the practice of FGM/C (versus whether such changes would have occurred anyway); and
